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Abstract 

An architectural style contains specific characteristics that identifies the work with the eommunity that ereated 
it. It is elosely connected with the culture it belongs to. The architeetural styles and the relationship between 
them give us the opportunity to reconstruet Postclassic societies of settlements like El Rey. Researeh indicates 
that Postclassic El Rey developed a society that saw opportunities for the entire community. 

Introduction 

The entrance to the architectural site El Rey (The King) rests within the Cancun Hotel Zone close to the 
Nichupte Lagoon. The site was first sighted in the 16^^ century, rediscovered in 1842, and excavated in 1954. 

El Rey, also known as Kinieh Ahau Bond, was named in the 20’^'^ century after a seulpture diseovered there. 
This sculpture depicts a face of a Mayan king. In the pyramid, some skeletons were found and were believed 
to be the remains of local royalty. 

Research suggests that the location was inhabited by 200 B.C., but little of enduring value was built before the 
13^^ century. The structures in the center of El Rey date somewhere between A.D. 1200 and the arrival of the 
Spanish conquerors. There are 47 structures in an area of 520 meters on a north-south axis and 70 meters on 
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an east-west axis. 

Postclassic Society Reconstructed by its Architecture 

The Postclassic period is too often believed to be a period of decline in which Mayan culture was only a poor 
reflection of the greatness of the Classic Mayans. However, research of architectural styles at small 
Postclassic settlements like El Rey suggests that social structures were more developed then ever. 

The reason why the Postclassic period is assumed to be a period of decline is because the Maya culture 
stopped building their great temples and palaces. The structures that they did build during the Postclassic were 
constructed of roughly worked blocks joined with plaster. These structures were covered with thick layers of 
stucco that hid the angular cuts and imperfections of the stone. The few great buildings that appeared would 
have been built under influence of other cultures like the Toltecs. 

The early Postclassic period had certainly known a period of political instability, which caused a downgrade 
in the production of structures and the manufacture of art. It would however, be wrong to label the entire 
Postclassic as a period of decline, especially the lowlands of Yucatan that experienced a period of growth and 
prosperity. 

In the heydays of the Classic period, effective farming led to a surplus of social energy. In a relatively small 
period of time, farmers could produce enough food to sustain their family and to pay the fixed amount of 
tribute to the royalty. Some of the remaining days were used for religious ceremonies, but most days were 
claimed by the king for his imposing building projects. 

Because social structures were less hierarchical in the Postclassic period, there was no longer any necessity to 
depict the divine descendant of the kings in their great temples and palaces. Now that the social energy was no 
longer needed for large building projects, time could be invested in personal economical progress. Time was 
used for the production of goods which could be sold with a profit. Every layer in the society had the prospect 
of a better existence, which caused the social layers to fade. 

In this 'New Economy' the Postclassic architectural styles (especially the Eastern Coast style) should not be 
judged as a step back with regard to the Classic temples and palaces, but must be seen as the product of a 
more efficient and individual economy that contributed to the development of the individual person. 

Architecture at El Rey, Quintana Roo 

The small settlement of El Rey is mainly used to give the tourists of Cancun an educational introduction to 
Mayan culture. For reconstructing the ethical standards of the New Economy however, this site proved to be 
of crucial interest for the research. An important fact is that the structures of the center of El Rey are dated 
after A.D. 1200. This would mean that all these structures represent the new philosophy of the Postclassic 
period. 

The center of El Rey has two major roads on a north-south axis, with two main plazas where the ceremonial 
structures are located. Notable are the rectangular platforms aside the roads which once contained the thatched 
houses that were inhabited by the common people during the Classic Period. It is unthinkable that these 
thatched houses stood next to the great palaces of the royalty in ancient Classic kingdoms. It is clear that the 
Classic era separation between these two classes was no longer the case in Postclassic El Rey society. 

On certain structures, like Structures 18 and 22-1, you can find the remains of stone buildings. These were the 
homes of the prosperous inhabitants of El Rey. The thatched houses next to them points out that the type of 
residence was not distinctive for the social position of its inhabitant. 

The wealth that inhabitants of these stone buildings obtained was earned with the production of goods or 
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trade. Because of this, trade became an important aspect of daily life for residents of El Rey. During previous 
archaeological digs, many objects were found that originated from distant regions. Examples of these objects 
are granite grinding stones, knives made of flint and obsidian, flint arrowheads, and jade jewelry. The 
merchants of El Rey probably acquired these products by trading them for local products like honey, different 
kinds of fish, sea fruit, shell, spine of the stingray, and most importantly: salt. 

The only pyramid is located in the center of El Rey. Excavations showed that this pyramid was built upon an 
existing structure. This custom is known at cities like Chichen Itza and Copan, and suggests that ancient 
religious traditions were honored by the inhabitants of El Rey. Inside the pyramid were found several 
skeletons, which were believed to be members of the Royal family, perhaps the kings themselves. 
Undoubtedly, El Rey had some kind of government, but kingship was a form of government that was not fit 
for a community of the New Economy. The skeletons are more likely the remains of important lords that were 
buried in the religious center of El Rey. 

Primarily because of the lack of great palaces, it is likely that El Rey was ruled by a council. This council 
consisted of a selection of men with the same rank who were appointed to this function because of their 
personal successes or their proved wisdom. This council would come together to make decisions that 
concerned the whole community, like: wars, taxes, and maintaining political relationships with neighboring 
and distant communities. 

It is possible that this council held office in one of the two open buildings (Structures 1 and 4) of which the 
thatched roofs were carried by the columns that still remain on their positions. Because these buildings had no 
walls, inhabitants of El Rey could follow all decisions that were made during the meetings of the council. The 
leaders of El Rey were no longer perceived as divine kings, but as regular citizens, who could be openly 
criticized when they followed a policy that the majority had not approved. 

Conclusion 

The evidence found at El Rey suggests that living in a society of the New Economy brought the possibility of 
economical and personal development for the inhabitants of Postclassic settlements. A poor descent did not 
necessarily mean a poor future. They were living in a society where some people had more chances than 
others, but where it was possible to climb the social ladder with hard work and a keen sense of business. The 
architectural remains make El Rey an important settlement of the New Economy. 
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Fi gure 1. Rectangular platform . 
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Fi gure 4, View of northern road . 



Fi gure 5. Structure 1 . 



Fi gure 6. Structures 4 and 5 . 


9/2/2020, 9:24 PM 







